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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY  

 

òChurchwardens are some of the most valuable volunteers in a church, bearing much 

of the responsibility for its upkeep and day-to-day running.ó 

(Ecclesiastical, 2020) 

CONTEXT OF THIS REPORT  

In 2018 the Diocese of Ely appointed an Historic Church Buildings Support Officer (HCBSO) to 

join the Church Buildings and Pastoral Department.  The post was joint funded by Historic England 

for three years, extended for another three years in 2021.  Part of the remit of the role was to 

identify training needs in parishes and deliver support where possible.  The HCBSO, therefore, 

reviewed feedback from the Dioceseõs Articles of Enquiry and during 2019 - 2021, with the support 

of a grant from the HLF (now called National Lottery Heritage Fund), delivered two SPAB Faith In 

Maintenance workshops and two conservation cleaning workshops.  Despite initial high interest in 

the workshops, bookings were slow and the HCBSO had to offer places to neighbouring Dioceses.  

At a similar time, officers from Historic England approached the HCBSO for content ideas 
regarding a national programme of training for Churchwardens.  The HCBSO suggested that the 

first step was to ask the potential audience and thus carry out some audience development work.  

Whilst generally agreed to be a good idea, it wasnõt taken any further.  When the HCBSOõs role 

was extended in 2021, the opportunity was taken to carry out this research in order to better 

inform the training and support provided by the Diocese of Ely. 

 

METHODOLOGY  

The key aims of the survey were to: 

¶ Gather baseline data on volunteers involved in the care of church buildings including role types, age, 

length of service etcé 

¶ Capture the first-hand experience of volunteers 

¶ Explore the nature and ôhealthõ of local volunteering at churches within the Diocese of Ely 

¶ Carry out a skills audit 

¶ Identify support and training needs and preferences 

¶ Highlight concerns and aspirations for the future 

Due to the number of potential respondents, an online survey was deemed to be the best approach 

and Microsoft Forms was selected due to ease of access and low cost.  The first draft of the survey 

was based on the experiences of the HCBSO and discussions with Support Officers from other 

Dioceses, as well as a few Churchwardens the HCBSO was assisting at the time. A paper version 

was then sent to the HCBSOs parents for a first read; they were selected due to their involvement 

with churches including being PCC Members in the past and their ability to be brutally honest with 
their criticism and feedback.  The survey was revised accordingly.  The first online draft was then 

sent to colleagues in the Church Buildings Team, the Archdeacons, one Incumbent, two 

Churchwardens, and one PCC Treasurer who was also the lead on a major repairs project.  The 

survey was updated following feedback and a final version sent to the Archdeacons for approval.  

The survey was advertised on the Diocese of Elyõs website with a link to the online form.  Details 

were emailed directly to all First Churchwardens or Fabric Officers as listed on the Diocese of Elyõs 

database in June 2021 or, where posts were vacant, to other Churchwardens, the PCC Secretary 

or Incumbent.  Additional contacts on the HCSBOõs newsletter mailing list were also emailed.  The 

contact list was limited to these roles simply due to time. Individual rather than group emails were 
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sent to reduce the risk of messages being rejected or received as SPAM and to encourage 

participation. 

A paper version was sent to people who were unable to access the online form; their responses 

were added to the online survey by the HCBSO in order to aid analysis. 

The final question on the survey asked if people would be happy to take part in more detailed 

follow-up discussions.  Questions for these discussions were prompted by a quick analysis of 

responses to the survey.  The questions were used to help prompt conversation and address key 

points, but on the whole follow-up discussions, referred to as ôinterviewsõ in this report, were 

informal. 

The online survey was available from June 30th until July 31st 2021, with an extension until August 

31st. A paper version was sent to 6 people.  Follow-up discussions took place between August 10th 

and November 8th 2021.  

 

Limitations  

It is often not possible to fully explain or convey the context of some questions within a survey or 
recognise vocabulary requiring further clarity. This may have led to some elements of the survey 

not being fully understood.   

A few people had issues with the online format, including an inability to navigate backwards and 

change answers; not being able to see a full list of questions before starting the form; and an 

inability to access a copy of the answers on completion. Some found that the survey took 

considerably longer to complete than the suggested 10 minutes, whilst others felt that more 

questions could have been included.  A few people found some of the questions a bit repetitive. 

On the online form people were required to give answers to questions in order to proceed 

through the survey; this was not possible to enforce on the paper version and thus some of the 

questions went unanswered. 

Reasons for not participating included a lack of time; the email went to the SPAM folder; deadline 

was missed; and a lack of clarity as to who the survey was for.  In terms of the latter, care had been 

taken to highlight that ôbuilding volunteersõ included PCC Members and Churchwardens, but it is 

possible that this was missed and potential participants did not think the survey was aimed at them. 

 

RESPONSES 

The survey was received very positively: 

òActually, a very good survey which has raised questions for meó 

òThought provokingó 

ògrateful someone Diocesan is interested in hearing about what might be considered a 

very unfashionable area of church life. People slave away in this area and their hard 

work is very rarely acknowledgedó 

140 people took part, representing 113 parishes which is just over a third of parishes in the 

Diocese of Ely (37%) and just over a third of churches including ungraded buildings (34%).  

41 people indicated that they would be happy to take part in follow-up discussions, of these 30 

took place via zoom, over the phone or in face-to-face meetings. 
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Condition of Buildings  

There was a high proportion of responses from volunteers caring for church buildings listed on the 

Heritage at Risk Register (HARR), possibly due to a pre-existing relationship with the HCBSO for 

whom HARR churches are a priority (Fig.1). 

 

Condition of Church Buildings  % of churches in a similar condition  

Heritage at Risk 67 

Vulnerable 41 

Poor  13 

Fair 24 

Good 34 
Figure 1 . Table showing the % of church buildings from condition categories represented in the survey 

 

Geographical Spread  

Overall the responses were spread fairly evenly across the Diocese.  There were slightly less 

responses from central, southern and southwestern areas.  This could be due to there being a 

higher proportion of church buildings in a good condition than in other areas, which could mean 

volunteers did not feel the survey was relevant to them or were not familiar with the role of the 

HCBSO.  Location did not appear to significantly affect the type of responses; there was a slight 

difference between urban and rural churches, but on the whole responses were very similar. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2.  Table and Map showing the % of parishes from each Deanery represented in the survey. 

Map from: https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Diocese_of_Ely 

 

 

Map Deanery  %  

11 Bourn 37 

12 Cambridge North 46 

13 Cambridge South 40 

6 Ely 43 

2 Fincham and Feltwell 32 

9 Fordham and Quy 46 

14 Granta 29 

7 Huntingdon 30 

3 March 36 

10 North Stowe 57 

15 Shingay 26 

5 St Ives 13 

8 St Neots 38 

1 Wisbech Lynn Marshland 57 

4 Yaxley 33 
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KEY FINDINGS  

Church buildings are predominately looked after by volunteers through the role of Churchwarden 

or Fabric Officer, although the latter doesnõt appear to be fully recognised or supported.  A 

significant number of parishes do not currently have more than one Churchwarden, whilst in some 

responsibilities have fallen to members of the clergy.  Almost all those who took part in the survey 

had some concerns about the future recruitment of volunteers, particularly the main leadership 

roles like Churchwarden, but also with regards to those requiring a regular commitment such as 

cleaners.  

 

One of the problems with recruitment was embedded in the very nature of volunteering at 

churches and the breadth of tasks that Churchwardens tend to cover.  In essence, every church and 

every Churchwarden is different; roles can be shaped by personal interests and the need to cover 

other tasks due to lack of support elsewhere.  People are often motivated by a strong sense of 

obligation that can be deeply personal and lead to a pressure to stay and even take on more tasks.  
Role profiles, codes of conduct etc... are rarely used and there is a lack of any overall responsibility 

for volunteers at a local, regional or national level with The Church of England. Churchwardens 

who are supported by a large PCC and/or wide network of local people are ôhappiestõ in their role 

and generally do not feel overburdened, but this seems to be the exception rather than the rule, 

with many parishes struggling to attract volunteers or support from the local community.  This is 

due to a variety of reasons including: volunteering roles feeling outdated and not flexible enough for 

modern lifestyles; a focus on people giving to the role rather than what the role can give to an 

individual; the education and employment levels in a parish; the affluence, age and interests of the 

community; the ôpresenceõ of the church locally and the perception of The Church nationally. 

 

The majority of church building volunteers are aged over 65 and despite most being retired, almost 

all those interviewed had numerous other volunteering commitments as well as families 

(grandchildren) to look after.  The survey highlighted how many communities rely on a relatively 

small number of people to carry out most of the local voluntary roles. 

 

Volunteering within The Church was seen to be very different to other volunteer-led organisations, 

with a reliance on informal structures and people being gently ôcoercedõ into taking roles on. Whilst 

it was agreed that some more formal processes might be useful, on the whole people felt that 

anything too formal would likely put people off and be at odds with the feeling of there being an 

extended family where people just òmuck inó when needed. The social aspects of volunteering were 

important motivating factors, but people also described a sense of pressure and accountability 

connected to their role; a feeling of not wanting the building to fail ôunder their watchõ and an 

inability to delegate tasks or step-down from their role, particularly after decades of service.  In 

fact, it was suggested that in order to truly step-down from a role a person would probably have to 

move away from the area altogether.  

 

Volunteering as a Churchwarden for more than 10 years was not seen to be uncommon.  Whilst a 

few people felt 6 years was probably about enough time, others felt that the role required long-

term investment to provide a sense of continuity, thus it was better suited to an individual who was 

settled in the area and in life. Whilst most of those interviewed welcomed support from the non-
worshipping community, many felt the key leadership roles worked better when taken on by people 

from within the congregation or at least with some familiarity of the church.  On the whole people 

felt that new Churchwardens should be eased into a role and òlearn on the jobó and that 

advertising the role more widely would attract very few people, particularly if everything involved 
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was listed.  Whilst the role of Churchwarden is for people ôof faithõ, there was general agreement 

that a Fabric Officer could be a secular role, but it would still require sympathy towards the 

Christian ethos and understanding of some of the procedures within The Church.  Some 

questioned what would be left for a Churchwarden to do if the building element was taken away, 

which emphasised how the role varies between churches and that there is a general lack of clarity.  

There was also a lack of clarity regarding some aspects of looking after a listed church building and 

whether or not they should be part of a Churchwardenõs (or Fabric Officerõs) role. In addition, 

there was a sense of confusion at times about which roles the word ôvolunteerõ relates to within a 

church - the key leadership roles like Churchwarden, or the people recruited to help those in the 

key roles?  On the whole, it appeared to be the latter which was seen as a local and informal 

arrangement and thus, could explain why volunteering is not an area the National Church focuses 

any specific support on, except in terms of Safeguarding. 

 

The key barriers to looking after and realising the potential of a church building were resources ð 

financial and human.  The additional burden of project management and bid writing, combined with 
the lengthy consent process and a lack of volunteer numbers, resulted in lack of time being one of 

the biggest issues for people.  Without a wide network of support, a very understanding employer 

or flexible working hours, people felt the role of Churchwarden or Fabric Officer just wasnõt 

possible for someone in full-time work and difficult for many currently in part-time work.  There 

was also concern that the number of retired people with enough time to take on such roles was 

dwindling. 

 

Time was the biggest reason why formal training, through either face-to-face or online workshops 

and conferences, was not popular among respondents.  A need for high quality, relevant, concise 

training delivered at the point of need was identified, although attendance was not guaranteed. 

òLearning on the jobó from others with experience was observed to be of greater benefit. As such 

the most popular form of training/support was identified as networkingð sharing ideas and 

experiences with other Churchwardens. There was also a request made for more variety in the 

types of projects given as examples, particularly at conferences, where they tend to be weighted 

more towards churches in urban or tourist areas. 

 

In terms of further support, conservation cleaning and heritage interpretation were highlighted as 

areas of need and/or interest.  Some misunderstanding relating to community engagement and 

consultation were identified, including in the language used.  On the subject of language, it was felt 

that people advising church volunteers often lacked a sense of empathy and even respect for the 

challenges faced, giving the impression that those ôoutside the churchõ felt the basics were easy and 

buildings were purposefully being neglected. 

 

There was a feeling that general support from the Diocese (not necessarily related to buildings) was 

not readily available when needed and that the National Church spent too much time telling people 

òwhat to doó rather than òhow to do itó. It was, however, highlighted that support from the 

Church Buildings Team had significantly improved and praise was given to current staff members. 

 

Awards and celebrations proved to be relatively unpopular, although there was support for some 

form of recognition if only to highlight the contribution made by volunteers to the wider world. 
 

Looking to the future, people highlighted funding for repairs as the main area urgently requiring 

change, including support for architectsõ fees, specifications and seed funding. Professional support 

with project management and the conservation of heritage items such as wall paintings were also 

highlighted as areas of need, along with the delivery of heritage and tourism activities. 
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CONCLUSIONS  

Volunteers are the lifeblood of many charities and the Church of England is no exception, yet for a 

national organisation, from a public perspective, its volunteers are largely unseen, working in the 

background.  This survey has helped to give church building volunteers a voice, even if just 

momentarily, one that hopefully will be heard.    

Many of the findings will likely come as no surprise to people familiar with church buildings and 

volunteers, but some aspects may help to give some insight and focus, particularly regarding training 

and support.  It has confirmed much of what the HCBSO has experienced over the last few years - 

that The Church is over reliant on a small number of aging volunteers in roles that are proving 

more and more difficult to fill and that support needs to be better tailored to local needs, including 

grants. It has also challenged a few assumptions relating to training and processes and procedures.  

As such, it has already helped to shape the focus of the HCBSOôs role over the next couple of 

years.  

If people only take one thing away from this report, it is hoped that it is a need to improve the 
quality of volunteering in The Church of England.  The HCBSO has previously worked for the 

National Trust and other heritage organisations where volunteers are essential to day-to-day 

operations.  In each there has been a huge focus on the quality of the volunteering experience for 

individuals, relating to the role itself as well as within the organisation.  If there have been problems, 

they were generally down to getting this wrong.  Whilst many respondents to this survey 

highlighted positive attributes of volunteering for their church ð friendship, community, a sense of 

fulfilment ð there was also a powerful sense of obligation, personal accountability, pressure, of being 

stuck and not able to step-down; this doesnõt speak very highly of the quality of their overall 

experience.   

One Churchwarden highlighted that the survey had not asked people if they were happy.  A good 

point - are our volunteers happy and whose job is it to find out and ensure they are?  Who cares 

for those caring for our church buildings? 

 

SUMMARY OF RECOMMENDATIONS  

Supporting existing volunteers whilst looking for ways to recruit new people into key roles are vital 

for the continued care and management of our church buildings.  The following is a summary of 

recommendations to be carried out regionally and nationally. 

Training and Support  

¶ Training and support must focus less on formal workshops and more on bespoke support as 

and when needed.  Opportunities for Churchwardens to meet each other and share ideas and 

learning should be included wherever possible, with the possibility of including an annual 

celebratory event explored. 

¶ Develop an informal mentoring scheme to help share best practice and provide a critical 

friend to parishes. 

¶ Examples of projects should be more wide-ranging in order to be relevant to and inclusive of 

all parishes. 

¶ More concise guides on key areas should be created, with a limit on the number of links to 

further information to avoid overwhelming people with potential sources of material. 

¶ Continue with regular updates in the Church Heritage newsletter and grant lists, produced by 

the Church Buildings Team. 



Building Volunteers 
 

10 
 

¶ Review the key leadership roles at local churches, how they are managed and supported and 

their relevance to modern attitudes to volunteering.  

¶ Campaign to promote volunteering at churches. 

¶ Greater recognition for the contribution that volunteers make, including a financial calculation 

of hours, donations of equipment and materials etcé. 

¶ Greater understanding of the difficulties faced by many volunteers leading to a change in 

attitudes and the style of support given. 

¶ Continue to campaign for more funding tailored to the needs of church buildings and the 

volunteers caring for them. 

 
 

  

St James, Newton in the Isle. ©NeillRobinson 


